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The UK government has revealed its spending plans for the next four years with 
cuts affecting science, higher education and environmental projects.  
Michael Gross reports.
Britain cuts back deeply on spendingIn the afternoon of October 9, visitors 
to the Cabinet War Rooms in London 
experienced a sight more commonly 
associated with French cities: up to 
2,000 scientists, many wearing lab 
coats or other paraphernalia of their 
trade, clogged the narrow street 
between the Treasury and the Foreign 
Office in London’s government 
quarters, Whitehall. Carrying placards 
with slogans like: “Fair funding: it’s 
not rocket science” or “Science 
saves lives,” the scientists came out in support of a petition launched 
in response to the announced 
government cuts feared to amount to 
25% of current spending. Their wrath 
had been particularly incensed by a 
speech from business secretary Vince 
Cable, who had defended cuts, saying 
that much of UK science wasn’t that 
excellent anyway. 
Speakers at the event included cell 
biologist Jennifer Rohn, who had co-
founded the pressure group Science 
is Vital only weeks earlier, science writer Simon Singh, and the director 
of CASE (Campaign for Science 
and Engineering), Imran Khan. They 
pointed out that the investment in 
knowledge and technology of the 
future was particularly important in 
the difficult economic situation. Other 
nations including the US and Germany 
have responded to the crisis by 
increasing, rather than slashing their 
science funding. Slashing the science 
budget would trigger a brain drain 
towards countries that still increase 
their science investment, such as 
Singapore, the scientists said. 
“Cutting funding to science will 
backfire because it is precisely the Protest: A large crowd of scientists gathered in central London last month to protest ahead of the government’s spending cuts. (Photo: Michael 
Gross.)
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innovation, and the tech, that fuels 
the economy,” said Jennifer Rohn. 
Having moved from the US because 
of the good support for science in the 
UK, Rohn said she didn’t want to have 
to go back. Speakers also pointed 
out that UK science is already highly 
efficient, achieving world-class results 
and recognition (including the recent 
Nobel prizes for physics research 
done at Manchester University) 
with less state expenditure than 
comparable nations.
Five days later, representatives 
of the pressure groups handed 
the petition with more than 33,000 
signatures to 10 Downing Street. 
The petition calls on the government 
“to recognise that science is vital 
and to lay out a supportive strategy 
for UK science and engineering, 
maintaining a level of investment at 
least in line with economic growth.” 
The prime minister was not available 
to pick up the one-foot high pile of 
paper, as California governor Arnold 
Schwarzenegger visited Downing 
Street at the same time.
When the government announced 
its hotly debated cuts in the 
Spending Review for the next four 
years, it appeared that scientific 
research had escaped the worst 
fate, quite possibly because the 
arguments made about possible 
harm to the economy and 
competitiveness had been heard. 
During his speech to parliament, 
Chancellor George Osborne said: 
“Britain is a world leader in scientific 
research. And that is vital to our 
future economic success. That is why 
I am proposing that we do not cut the 
cash going to the science budget. 
It will be protected at £4.6 billion a 
year.”
In fact, the majority of the science 
budget will be frozen for the next four 
years, which, depending on the rate  
of inflation, may amount to a decrease 
in real terms of around 10%. Of the  
£6 billion the UK government spends 
on scientific research each year,  
£4.6 billion are frozen and ringfenced, 
including the £3.5 billion distributed 
by the research councils, and the one-
billion budget of the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England (HEFCE).
However, another large chunk of 
current government spending for 
large facilities such as synchrotrons 
and the LHC, amounting to £1.4 
billion, has stayed outside this ringfence and may still be facing cuts 
of up to 50%. In that case, the overall 
science cuts out of the total six 
billion, would add up to £1.16 billion 
or 19.3%, in line with the overall 
figure the government cites across  
all departments.
For the time being, scientists 
cautiously welcomed the 
government’s apparent concession 
to their arguments. Jennifer Rohn 
said: “While we’re disappointed at 
these cuts, it’s encouraging that the 
Government has understood our 
message that science is vital for 
economic growth. The cuts were less 
severe than originally threatened.”
Mark Downs, CEO of the Society 
of Biology called the real term cuts 
“a significant blow to the UK’s 
competitiveness.”
Details of how the funding is to 
be distributed between the research 
councils are yet to be released. 
The government also launched 
a shake-up of higher education, 
starting with the Independent Review 
into Higher Education and Student 
Finance chaired by former BP chief 
executive Lord Browne. The review 
suggests to remove the cap on tuition 
fees (currently £3,290 per year). In 
principle, universities would be able to 
charge whatever they want, but fees 
in excess of £6,000 would be liable for 
a levy to be paid to the government, 
and would also have to be justified. 
To make this higher level of fees 
affordable to students, the Browne 
report proposes the introduction of a 
new ‘Student Finance Plan’ requiring 
graduates to start paying back when 
their annual earnings exceed £21,000. 
The Browne report claims that under 
this scheme the lowest-paid fifth of 
graduates will pay back less than 
under current regulations, and only 
the highest-earning two-fifths will pay 
back the full amount.
In the Spending Review, 
the government accepted the 
recommendations of the Browne 
report and announced forthcoming 
legislation designed to put them 
into practice, as well as a White 
Paper during the coming winter. 
The Spending Review states that 
“Subject to Parliamentary consent, 
universities will be able to increase 
graduate contributions supported 
by government loans, with a broadly 
offsetting reduction in the teaching 
grant, from the 2012–13 Academic 
Year.” Political controversy will focus 
on the question of whether or not 
the government is doing enough to 
protect students from low-earning 
households from the financial burden 
of these higher tuition fees, which 
may very well deter youngsters from 
considering university studies.
Clean energy projects have also 
been affected by the radical change 
of spending plans by the new 
government. Just days ahead of the 
spending review, it announced that 
the planned hydroelectric dam at the 
Severn estuary would not be built 
(see Curr. Biol. 19, R180–R181). The 
project, which had drawn severe 
criticism from environmentalists, 
might have generated up to 5% of 
the UK’s electricity. Organisations 
like Friends of the Earth favoured 
alternative hydroelectric designs 
such as tidal lagoons, but these 
options were dropped by the last 
government and haven’t been revived 
by the new one. 
Instead, the Department of Energy 
and Climate Change (DECC) gave the 
green light for new nuclear reactors 
at eight locations adjacent to existing 
nuclear facilities. The permission is 
given under the condition that the 
new developments will receive no 
state funding and that developers will 
be fully responsible for all clean-up 
costs. 
In the Spending Review, the DECC 
suffered a budget reduction of 
18%, almost in line with the overall 
spending cuts. Green measures that 
will be funded include a commercial 
scale carbon capture and storage 
(CCS) plant at a cost of up to 
£1 billion. More than £200 million is 
earmarked for offshore wind energy. 
The government will also revise the 
feed-in tariffs introduced earlier this 
year such that the most efficient 
ways of reducing carbon emissions 
will get the highest subsidies.
The review also promises 
£1 billion to capitalise a UK-wide 
Green Investment Bank. It will aim 
to provide financial interventions 
to stimulate private investment 
in green infrastructure projects, 
such as offshore wind farms. While 
environmentalists welcomed the Green 
Bank, its funding falls far short of the 
£6 billion that they had called for. 
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